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Nettle soup 
(serves 4-6)

Stinging nettle (Urtica dioica) is a great traditional spring blood-cleansing and “tonic” herb throughout northern Europe, and is packed with vitamins and minerals, including iron and calcium. It is also rich in protein. In summer it is also very useful, helping to combat hayfever and allergic sinusitis, and in winter it makes a good remedy too because of its nutritional value, but also because it gently stimulates the circulation and helps ease rheumatic aches and pains. They can also help lower blood pressure and blood sugar, and recent research is focussing on nettle’s uses in a variety of immune system disorders. A fantastic all-round herb, most people could benefit from having a little daily nettle as tea or better still, as food. You can add the leaves, fresh or dried, to virtually any soup or stew, miso broth or noodle dishes. The soup below is a more traditional one, and makes a great winter warmer. (Try substituting watercress for the nettle for a bit of variety and, hey presto, you have another nutritious soup from the same recipe!)
Harvest fresh nettle tops in spring before flowering (otherwise the leaves are bitter), or during their “second flush” in autumn. Alternatively, you can use dried nettles (try health food shops, where they may be sold loose as a tea herb, or contact a herbal supplier)
2-3 good handfuls of washed and chopped nettle tops (with any woody stems removed)
1 large onion (or 2 leeks), finely chopped

2 cloves garlic, crushed

2 medium potatoes

1 litre (1½ pints) fresh chicken or veg stock, or 1-2 stock cubes dissolved in 1 litre (1½ pints) water

A little olive or rapeseed oil 
Seasonings: salt, freshly ground black pepper, nutmeg
1 small tub single cream or crème fraiche or soured cream (about 15 cl / ¼ pint) – it’s worth experimenting with this to find out which you prefer!
Optional: a few cauliflower and/or broccoli florets for added flavour (leftovers can be used for this)

Optional: teaspoonful of white wine vinegar or balsamic vinegar

In a soup pot, sweat the onions in a little oil till almost translucent, then add the garlic and chopped potatoes (and the other vegetables, if used), and stir through for about 2 minutes. Pour on the stock, bring to the boil and simmer for 15-20 mins, or until the potatoes are soft. At this stage add the teaspoonful of vinegar, if used. Now add the nettles and simmer for a further 10 minutes. Liquidize with a hand blender and season to taste with salt, freshly ground black pepper and a few gratings of nutmeg. The cream (or crème fraiche or soured cream) can be added to the pot either at this stage, or at the table, to the individual bowls. Garnish with a few croutons fried in butter and garlic, and a sprinkling of chopped parsley.
Own recipe, adapted from Roger Phillips “Wild Food” ( Peerage Books/Pan Books 1983)
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